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April 22: The Panamanian government periodically announces a check-cashing day. On Friday,
instance, retirees lined up at six points around the city to cash checks for $50, paid in silver-dollar
sized coins (worth $10 each) or in rolls of quarters and dimes. Because the government was cashing
checks for $50 exactly, most pensioners were issued two checks: one for exactly $50 and the rest
on a separate check. A month ago, the government was cashing checks of up to $150. At present,
uncashed government checks are becoming "monetarized," and are accepted at some stores.
The government accepts them in payment for utilities or taxes, but gives no change back. The
paychecks of thousands of Panamanians employed by the US-run Panama Canal Commission
and the US military bases are being cashed, putting new dollars in circulation. Some economists
say that foreign banks in Panama have shipped in millions of dollars to meet their own payrolls.
The canal commisssion's payroll for its 6,000 Panamanian employees exceeds $6 million a month
after deductions; a similar number of Panamanians is employed by the US Southern Command.
According to an unnamed economic analyst cited by the Washington Post (04/24/88), when the
banks opened for deposits only last week, they took in several hundred thousand dollars. He
said there are about $55 million in uncashed government checks outstanding, but a banking
association calculates that the government has the funds to cover less than half that amount. In
a recent interview with the Post, Minister of Commerce and Industry, Mario Rognoni said that
currency circulating in the country is half of the $150 million necessary to maintain the economy at
its previous level of activity. He said the government is considering issuing some sort of temporary
currency equivalent, such as coupons or negotiable bonds, to tide the country over until the crisis
passes. About 400 jobs a week have been lost since mid-March, Rognoni said, and many companies
in heavy industry and construction may go out of business. Some employers have reduced their
payrolls by cutting back hours, rather than laying off their workers. Rognoni criticized Reagan's
imposition of the emergency economic powers act, calling it "ridiculous" and pointing out that it
is now technically illegal for a US citizen in Panama to drive on a toll road or buy a postage stamp.
Panama Canal Administrator D.P. McAuliffe said in an interview with the Post that currently the
new restrictions imposed by Reagan on April 8 prohibits the commission from paying into its
Panamanian employees' social security fund, which provides Panamanians with medical insurance
as well as retirement benefits. "As of this month our Panamanian employees will likely be denied
medical care," McAuliffe said. April 23: In a videotaped interview with a private cable television
company summarized by AP (04/23/88), deposed president Eric Arturo Delvalle said that it is
possible Noriega wants a US invasion. For the general, said Delvalle, an invasion could be an
honorable way to step down. The interview reportedly took place April 18 in Panama at an unknown
location. Delvalle called for a military uprising in Panama, or an international military force to
remove Noriega. He admitted that popular support for overthrowing Noriega is not widespread.
According to Delvalle, Panamanians have not thus far mobilized themselves against Noriega
because they are afraid. "They are terrified. They were beaten. They don't dare go onto the streets
and protest." Delvalle said that if Noriega is eventually forced out of power, it is doubtful he would
launch a guerrilla war for two reasons: Noriega does not have this "type of support," and because
"I believe he is too rich" to desire involvement in such "imprudent action." A report released by
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Americas Watch stated that the Panamanian government has engaged in widespread human
rights abuses, including incarceration of political prisoners among violent criminals in substandard
conditions, vandalism, and silencing opposition news organizations. The report was written by
Jose Zalaquett, a consultant to Americas Watch, after a visit to Panama last September. Some of
the abuses described in the report took place in recent weeks. According to the report, since Gen.
Manuel Antonio Noriega came under pressure to resign last June, his forces have shot, beaten,
vandalized and intimidated protesters. Noriega's supporters, said the report, responded to the
demonstrations calling for his resignation with "a level of force which bore no relation to the threat...
(and) to the Defense Forces' genuine need to maintain order." Some of the more flagrant abuses,
said the report, could be eliminated by the departure of Noriega, but others would continue unless
a new government ended them. Such a government should guarantee that elections are fair and
insure that the military does not interfere in politics, the report said. Summarized below are major
abuses listed by Americas Watch: * The firing of birdshot into crowds. Between June and August
of last year more than 1,000 demonstrators were injured by birdshot, including two girls, ages 9
and 11, shot at close range while playing near their homes. At least six people were blinded by
birdshot in one or both eyes, the report said. * Offenses "against medical neutrality." Police posted
at hospitals and health centers "frequently insisted on interrogating wounded demonstrators
before they were allowed to receive medical attention...In other cases, hospital authorities barred
ambulances from responding to urgent calls to pick up the wounded or prevented health personnel
from giving necessary medicine to victims." * The treatment of arrested protesters in prisons, "in
conditions of extreme crowding." The report said political prisoners were beaten with rubber
hoses, subjected to mock executions, threatened with sexual abuse and with drowning in a river,
forced to drink large quantities of water and put in cells with common criminals, who were then
encouraged by guards to abuse them. * The burning or looting of property owned by opposition
leaders by Noriega's paramilitary groups while Defense Forces policemen watched. Next, the report
described the Reagan administration's policy toward repression in Panama as "uneven and often
contradictory." US policy "seems to have been dictated by constantly changing evaluations about
what best ensures stability in Panama." For years, the report said, "the Reagan administration chose
not to criticize the regimes controlled by Noriega, even as the general consolidated his power and
corruption reached new depths." Exemplifying this vacillation, the report pointed out that even
though the State Department knew that the 1984 presidential elections in Panama were rigged by
the military, Secretary George Shultz gave his blessing to the process by attending the inauguration
of the new president. "Concern for human rights violations and for a lack of democratic practices is
too often voiced at the 11th hour, when the administration faces a volatile situation with potential
national security implications," the report said. April 24: In a letter read during masses on Sunday,
the Roman Catholic bishops' conference called on the Reagan administration to suspend economic
sanctions against Panama immediately. The letter said that the US measures have affected the
government's ability to function and have gravely hurt "all the people, above all the poorest and
humblest...As a church, and as Panamanians, we reject these measures that violate the national
sovereignty." April 25: An unnamed US official cited by the New York Times (04/26/88) said US
economic sanctions on Panama would be relaxed "within a week or so." He said the Treasury
Department, in charge of enforcing the sanctions, was weighing a long list of likely exemptions to
ease provisions that are reportedly hurting US citizens and companies in Panama. These include
utility payments, "normal administrative fees and costs," such as excise taxes on gasoline, rental
fees, the departure tax required to leave the country and airline landing fees. "There are other things
that you can do," he said, "but they all involve putting our military assets into play, and we're not
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going to do that. The question is what kind of Panama you pick up when it's over. If you put military
assets into play, you're likely to pick up a less pro-US Panama." (Basic data from several sources
including AP, Washington Post, New York Times)

-- End --
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